Symptom burden in chronic obstructive pulmonary disease and cancer.
Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) is a crippling disease with a high worldwide prevalence. The purpose of this review is to highlight recent studies which define the global impact of COPD on quality of life. There are direct implications for care. Dyspnea is a dominant and defining symptom for patients with COPD, but the overall degree of impairment suffered by patients with COPD extends far beyond shortness of breath. A series of recent studies gives us insight into both the physical and the psychosocial burdens of the disease and their negative net effects upon quality of life. The suffering of patients with COPD is similar to that of patients with cancer, and palliative measures have been shown to be an important component of comprehensive care. The symptom burden in patients with severe COPD is high and is comparable to that of patients with cancer. Ironically, patients with COPD could be said to suffer more than those with cancer; the symptom burden is similar, but patients with COPD tend to live longer. The literature is replete with evidence that a palliative care approach to patients with cancer increases the quality of life (and perhaps even the quality of death). The same palliative care approach can and should be used for patients with COPD. There are now objective data to support the benefits of such an approach.